Social   Assistance	47
according to uniform principles, and their requirements
assessed according to nationwide standards of minimum
adequacy.
The relationship between social assistance and family obliga-
tion has always been important. All social assistance laws in
every country and in every age have underlined the primary
responsibility of the family, while placing secondary responsi-
bility on other social groupings. They have differed greatly
however in their definition of the family. Under the national
assistance act of 1948 the legally enforceable responsibility of
the members of a British family for one another's support has
been limited to the mutual responsibility of spouses for one
another and the one-way responsibility of parents for children.
The need for social assistance has nowhere vanished with
the expansion of social insurance. A social insurance system
whose benefits are adequate for assuring a national minimum
will continue to need supplementing whenever particular
recipients would otherwise suffer badly from unmet needs;
in times of inflation, social assistance moves more rapidly
than social insurance in catching up with living costs;
and, above all else, the difference between rent levels in
different parts of a country are more easily met through social
assistance than through flat-rate social insurant benefits.
In its initial stages the break-up of the poor meant that
different categories of persons had their needs met in different
ways and by different authorities. This kind of break-up-by-
category bids fair to be only transitional. The humpty-dumpty
that broke into a myriad pieces in falling off the poor-law wall,
is being put together again by the ministers of the crown
at the national level. The only break-up that seems likely to
stick is the functional break-up, under which poor-law
infirmaries and medical relief become parts of a public
health service, foster-care becomes part of a children's service,
and the residential accommodation and welfare of the aged
become part of local community planning, while distribution
of spending power by national assistance is concentrated in
the same ministry as national insurance.

